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Pia Thama and Deborah Lynchb
aDepartment of Social Work and Psychology, University of Gävle, Gävle, Sweden; bSchool of Nursing, Midwifery and
Social Work, University of Queensland, St Lucia, Brisbane, Australia
ABSTRACT
Entering the work of world can involve significant challenges for the
beginning practitioner. The transition process from university to work can
play an important role in the emerging practitioner’s development as a
social worker. The present longitudinal study follows 12 Swedish social
work graduates from university and over their first four years in practice.
The study provides an insight into how newly educated practitioners may
experience the transition from university to the world of work and
considers how they can be prepared and supported to meet the
challenges of practice within contemporary work contexts. The students
were first interviewed just prior to leaving university [see Tham & Lynch
(2014). Prepared for practice? Graduating social work students’ reflections
on their education, competence and skills. Social Work Education, 33(6),
704–717]. This paper captures the reflections of these students after four
months in practice. Feelings of unpreparedness, unorganised, or even
‘chaotic’ perceptions of the workplace and uncertainty about the future
were emergent themes, particularly among new practitioners employed
in social services. The findings illustrate the vulnerability of these new
practitioners and the importance of workplace induction and the
provision of adequate support in their new professional roles.
ABSTRAKT
Att inleda sin yrkeskarriär kan innebära avsevärda svårigheter för den
nyexaminerade socionomen. Hur övergången från utbildning till arbetsliv
sker kan ha en betydelsefull roll för den nyexaminerade socionomens
utveckling i yrkesrollen. Föreliggande longitudinella studie följer 12
svenska nyexaminerade socionomer från universitet och under deras fyra
första år i yrket. Studien ger en inblick i hur nyexaminerade socionomer
kan uppleva övergången från utbildning till yrkesliv och hur de kan
förberedas för att möta de utmaningar dagens sociala arbete kan
innebära. Studenterna intervjuades första gången strax innan de
examinerades från socionomprogrammet (Tham & Lynch, 2014). I
föreliggande artikel behandlas de nyexaminerade socionomernas
reflektioner efter 4 månader i yrkeslivet. Känslan av att vara oförberedd,
upplevelser av bristfälligt organiserade eller till och med kaotiska
arbetsplatser och osäkerhet kring den framtida yrkeskarriären var
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framträdande teman i berättelserna, och då särskilt hos dem som arbetade
som socialsekreterare. Nyexaminerade socionomers sårbarhet, vikten av att
få en god introduktion till yrket och det stöd som behövs tydliggörs.
Introduction
The transition from university social work education to the workplace is receiving increasing attention
in the international literature, particularly in the United Kingdom (see Carpenter, Shardlow, Patsios, &
Wood, 2015; Moriarty, Manthorpe, Stevens, & Hussein, 2011), and more recently also in Nordic
countries (Frost, Höjer, & Campanini, 2013; Pösö & Forsman, 2013; Tham & Lynch, 2014). While the
main question in most studies has been the extent to which social work education prepares social
workers for the challenges they will face in the workplace (Agllias, 2010; Barbee et al., 2009; Frost
et al., 2013; Lymbery, 2009; Moriarty et al., 2010; Tham & Lynch, 2014; Wilson & Kelly, 2010), other
studies have focused on the process of transition, that is how newly educated social workers are
inducted into the work and how this transition to the workplace is managed by employing organis-
ations (Bradley, 2008; Carpenter et al., 2015; Hussein, Moriarty, Stevens, Sharpe, & Manthorpe, 2014;
Manthorpe, Moriarty, Stevens, Hussein, & Sharpe, 2014; Moriarty et al., 2011). The process of transition
is complex and involves different dimensions including both individual and organisational factors.
However, both qualitative studies and large-scale quantitative studies have shown that the quality
of the newly qualified social worker’s introduction to work by the employing agency can influence
their intention to stay or leave the workplace (Bates et al., 2010; Carpenter et al., 2015; Hussein
et al., 2014; Jack & Donnellan, 2010).
Despite the more recent interest in newly educated social workers’ transition to the work, quali-
tative longitudinal studies that follow graduating students from university into the workplace are still
scarce. Notwithstanding the challenges of longitudinal research, where response rates may decline
over time, these designs are necessary to capture the complex developmental processes involved
in a practitioner’s transition from university to work.
The present study follows 12 Swedish social work graduates from university and over their first
four years in practice. The graduates were interviewed just before leaving the University, after four
months, and again after 20 months in practice. A fourth wave of interviews will take place four
years after graduation. This paper presents the findings of the interviews conducted with the stu-
dents four months after graduating. The findings from the first interviews conducted with the stu-
dents just prior to leaving university are briefly reviewed (see Tham & Lynch, 2014 for a detailed
discussion of these findings). These earlier results are discussed in relation to how these individuals
perceived their competence and skills and assessed their own preparedness for work when gradu-
ating four months earlier.
The overall objective of the study is to obtain insight into the process of transition from university
to the world of work and of the first steps in the newly educated social workers’ development of pro-
fessional expertise. This paper addresses how the 12 new practitioners described their first months in
practice; how they were inducted into the work and workplace; how they perceived the ‘match’
between their skills and knowledge and the tasks they were expected to carry out in the workplace;
and how they described their plans for the future.
The concept of professional expertise has been found to be useful for describing the process of
skill acquisition among social workers (see e.g. Benner, 1984, 2004; Fook, Ryan, & Hawkins, 2000).
This builds mainly on the work of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) that depicts a five-stage model illustrat-
ing the gradual process of the learner from ‘novice’ to ‘expert’ practitioner. The earlier stages are
characterised by relying on and following context-free rules while the social workers who have
attained expertise employ more situational-based skills and are more likely to engage in a ‘critically
reflective process’ (Fook et al., 2000, p. 189) when interpreting information (see also Gillingham,
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2011). The model links well with the current longitudinal research design and enables an exploration
of students’ perceptions and changes over time (see also Carpenter, 2011; Preston-Shoot & McKimm,
2012). To set the context for the paper, we now turn to discuss tertiary social work education in
Sweden.
Swedish social work education
Tertiary social work education in Sweden can be described as generic with a clear goal to prepare
social workers for positions in the broad field of social work. The majority of Swedish social
workers have completed a Bachelor of Science in Social Work which requires 3.5 years of study.
Social work is not a protected title in Sweden but to work as social worker normally a social work
degree is required. Over the last decade, the academic skills and knowledge of science and research
has been emphasised in Sweden, as in the other Nordic countries (Juliusdottir & Peterson, 2004; Sand-
ström, 2007). This is a development connected to the influence of evidence-based practice within
social work, supported by the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare (Meeuwisse & Swärd,
2009; Soydan, 2001). For example, two longer field placements in most social work programmes
have been cut to only one (around 75 days), often as a consequence of a broader focus on
courses in research methods (The Swedish National Agency of Higher Education, 2009). Besides
this field placement, there is often a short field study course in which the students spend around
one week in a social work agency. In Sweden, students are placed in a wide range of placement set-
tings such as social services, non-government organisations, hospitals and schools as well as out-of-
home care institutions and treatment centres.
Methods
Study design
As the aim of the study was to obtain an insight into the process of transition from university to the
world of work and of the first steps in the newly educated social workers’ development of pro-
fessional expertise, a longitudinal study design with at least two interviews within the 18 first
months in practice was regarded as necessary (Fook et al., 2000). After the first interview just
before graduation (Tham & Lynch, 2014), the second interview was planned to take place after
around 3–4 months, where the newly educated social workers had been in practice long enough
to be able to reflect on the transition from education to working in the profession. The third interview
was planned to take place after around 18 months.
Sampling and recruitment
Thirteen of 26 social work students graduating from Stockholm University in Sweden volunteered to
participate in the research, following a class presentation detailing the research aims and objectives.
The aims and objectives of the research were presented to the selected student group who were
informed that around 10 participants were required. This was decided to be a convenient sample
size for a longitudinal interview study with several data collections to enable an in-depth and con-
textualised exploration of the students’ experiences over time. The sample size reflects the intent
to develop insights rather than generalisations. It was clarified that the study was not part of the Uni-
versity’s evaluation of their education but part of a research project funded by the Swedish Research
Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare (FAS/FORTE). The study adhered to the ethical guidelines
of the Swedish Research Council. Informed consent was obtained and participants were informed of
their right to withdraw at any time in the research process. They were assured of anonymity and
informed that the findings would be presented in a way that would make it impossible to identify
any person.
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Ten of the participating students were women; 11 were between the ages of 22 and 32 years, and
the other 2 were around 40 years old. A few of the students had been working part time in the agency
where they completed their field placement during their final year of study. All participants agreed to
be contacted by email about the second phase of the study. The students were informed that the
study would involve an initial interview and two further interviews over an 18-month period. All par-
ticipants who volunteered to participate in the first phase of the study agreed to be contacted again
for further interviews. They were informed of their right not to continue at any point.
The interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participating students in both phases of the
study (see Tham & Lynch, 2014 for details on the first phase). In the second phase, the interviews
were between 50 and 80 minutes in duration and addressed the following topics: induction to the
work and workplace; preparedness for practice; satisfying and difficult situations in work; and
plans for the future. The interviews took place at the new workplaces or in a café.
The interviews were transcribed and the data were manually analysed. Relationships within and
between the above themes were identified, thereby enabling further refinement and identification
of emerging themes using an inductive and iterative process drawing on the ideas of Charmaz
and Henwood (2008). This inductive approach fitted the aims of the study as it enabled the mean-
ingful analysis of qualitative data from the open-ended interviews.
Results
Perceptions of competence and skills and preparedness for work: the first interview
At the time of graduation, some of the students in the study had described themselves as secure and
self-confident beginning their working life as social workers while others expressed feelings of inse-
curity and considered that they were unprepared for practice. The latter graduating students
expressed the view that they would not be able to manage the work without further training and
support at their workplace. Common themes were the perceived lack of conversation skills, how
to handle clients in deep crisis situations, and how to manage ‘difficult’ talks with clients. Students
who had obtained employment in their field placement agencies or in the same field as their place-
ment described themselves as more prepared. For more information about the first interview see
Tham and Lynch (2014).
After four months in practice: the second interview
When the participants were contacted by email four months after graduation, all of them agreed to
be interviewed again. One of the participants had to cancel the interview due to having to work over-
time and unfortunately this could not be rescheduled.
Where were they working?
Despite the work preferences described in the first interviews (see Tham & Lynch, 2014) where social
services were described by participants as the least attractive work place, the majority of the new
graduates who had a position within the field of social work (8 out of 11 participants) were employed
in social services. In Sweden, most social workers are employed in the statutory social welfare sector
(Dellgran & Höjer, 2005). Three of the new graduates were employed in the same organisation where
they undertook their field placement. Five of the eight employed in social services were administrat-
ing applications of social assistance, two were working with adults experiencing drug problems and/
or mental illness, and one was working in child welfare. Of the five others, one had chosen to con-
tinue to study but in a different field. Two were working in the same workplace as they had prior
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to their university social work education, and one of these positions had no connection to social work.
Of the remaining two, one was employed in a research centre and the other in a day care centre for
youth.
The introduction to the work and the workplace
When the new practitioners described their introduction to the work and the workplace it became
clear that only one of them was offered a formal induction to the workplace, consisting of written
information and scheduled meetings with colleagues (Participant G). A recurring theme in the inter-
views was the feeling of being left alone and expected to manage on their own.
Two of the new practitioners reported that they had ‘shadowed’ a more experienced colleague,
attended his/her client meetings and learned about the work tasks (Participant K and Participant F).
These activities were described as very useful and they said that they tried to continue to shadow
an experienced work colleague even after the arranged time, when an occasion came up. This res-
onates with descriptions by Benner (2004)where the newgraduate pays close attention to the practice
of colleagues (p. 193).
Among the other participants who were working in social services, those who had previously com-
pleted a field placement in this setting described their first months in the job as less difficult than
those who were not familiar with the work setting at all. These three new graduates expressed con-
siderable self-confidence and had been given substantial responsibility. One of them was handling
estate enquiries, which is often regarded as one of the most difficult tasks to handle in this
section of social services. Another stated that she had been acting as an informal supervisor in her
work group as this supervisory job vacancy had not yet been filled. She found that all of her eight
colleagues were new to the job and that she, who had spent her field placement there and had
been working part time occasionally during her last year of studies, was the one with most
experience.
The new graduates working in social services who were not familiar with the work or the work-
place before beginning there described their first time at work using the expressions: ‘I was just
thrown in’ (Participant A) and ‘it was chaotic’ (Participant C). One of them said that on the first day
she was left alone in a room with 80 cases ‘on a list’ and told that this was her responsibility. Due
to restructuring of the organisation, all of the social workers in the group were new and the super-
visors did not have time to introduce them to the work. As described in the next section, these two
new graduates were the same who had been exposed to serious situations of threats and violence
from clients.
Also two of the participants working outside social services described somewhat chaotic begin-
nings. In the first case, a break-in at the workplace had forced employees to focus on resolving
the problems it caused, leaving no time for induction to the workplace. In the other case, the partici-
pant described herself being left on her own to a large extent, but said that she did not want to
disturb her superior;‘ I had the option to call her if I needed, but I did not, I did not want to
disturb her’ (Participant L). She was aware that her supervisor was experiencing personal problems.
Perceptions of the ‘match’ between skills and knowledge and workplace tasks
Firstly, participants were asked to reflect on their social work education, that is, on knowledge and
skills they had found useful during these first months of practice and if there was something they
would have needed to know more about before they started practicing. Secondly, they were
asked to describe critical incidents, that is, situations in client work where they had felt that they
managed to fulfil what was needed in the professional role and where they, on the other hand
felt that they did not have the knowledge or the skills required.
Except for the new practitioners who began working at the same workplace where they did their
field placement, there was a common view among those who began working in social services that
they were substantially unprepared for the work. Instead of describing knowledge that had been
useful in the work the answers tended to contain descriptions of skills and knowledge they would
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have needed. They commented on lacking practical skills as how to manage difficult conversations
with clients and how to handle the situation when a client was upset or angry: ‘I know the law and the
regulations but when you are supposed to talk with a client about difficult things, you really do not
know how to do it. That’s where it fails’ (Participant F) and ‘It was hard to come and work directly in
social services. It would have been much easier if I had known something about this job! To know
more about the practical work you are expected to do’ (Participant G).
The new practitioner who was working with adults experiencing mental illness and disabilities
said: ‘I have learned to do this job since I came here. We did not learn very much about mental
illness or disability in our social work education’ (Participant I). Similarly, the new practitioner
working with adults with drug problems appreciated the two courses she had on this topic, one
of which was an elective during the last semester ‘Without them I should have felt completely on
point zero,’ she said (Participant G). Another common theme in the new practitioners’ reflections
was similar to those given prior to graduating (see Tham & Lynch, 2014), that is, the wish for more
field practice and encounters with practitioners during their education. Even four months after gradu-
ation, expressions like: ‘It would have been so good to meet more people from the field to get inspi-
ration from them. And to do more field visits to explore the breadth and diversity of the job!’
(Participant C); and ‘I would have wanted more people from the field visiting the class, from different
parts of the field. I still miss that very, very much’ (Participant F), were common.
Besides more contacts with the field, a need for ‘knowing how the social welfare organisation
works’ was expressed (Participant G). One new practitioner who had undertaken field study in a
social welfare office pointed out how much she appreciated this experience, even if it was for a
short time: ‘The two weeks I spent in a social welfare office, where they were working with the
same tasks as I do here, have been extremely useful for me in this job’ (Participant A). This illustrates
the importance for students in a professional occupation such as social work, to have opportunities
for the integration of knowledge, skills, theory, values and practices and ‘on-the-job’ training. As Patri-
cia Benner, who used the Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) model in her studies among nurses, commen-
ted; ‘Good practice requires that the nurse develop skilful ethical comportment as a practitioner’
(Benner, 2004, p. 189.) This connects to Aristotle’s concepts ‘techné’ and ‘phronesis’, where techné
can be captured by procedural and scientific knowledge that can be formal, explicit and certain
while phronesis is the kind of practical reasoning (see Benner, 2004, p. 189). This seems to resonate
with the concept of ‘ethical reasoning’which is described by Gray and McDonald (2006) as a systema-
tic and cognitive process of professional reasoning that draws on critical reflection to make and enact
decisions that are underpinned by the moral and ethical foundations of social work practice.
Critical incidents – satisfying and difficult situations in work
When practitioners were asked to describe work situations when they had felt that their knowledge
and skills had matched the demands of their workplace, their answers most often included positive
moments in relation to client work, that is, helping a client or receiving a client’s positive feedback.
Comments included: ‘when I have managed to establish a good relationship with a client’ (Participant
C), ‘when I feel liked and feel that I have been able to make a client satisfied’ (Participant F), ‘when a
client says that it was a good meeting’ (Participant I), and ‘when I feel that a client appreciates what I
do and trusts me’ (Participant K).
The need to feel appreciated and valued for a job well done clearly emerged as important in a
previous study where 309 Swedish social workers responded to a comprehensive questionnaire
about their working conditions. It was found that not feeling valued in the workplace was connected
to the worker’s intention to leave the job (Tham, 2007; Tham & Meagher, 2009). The ‘wish to help
others’ emerged as a strong theme in the first wave of data that examined participants’ motives
for choosing social work education (Tham & Lynch, 2014). This finding resonates with previous
studies of motives for studying social work (Christie & Kruk, 1998; Weiss, 2005). It can be understood
as important for these social workers to receive positive feedback about their work as this was con-
nected to their assessment of their own work achievements.
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However, this need for positive feedback is not so easy to fulfil in client work within social services,
as often clients who are ‘helped’ more rarely return to social services while those who are harder to
help more often turn up again, that is, ‘the revolving door’ (Ferguson & O’Reilly, 2001). This means
that the social workers are more likely to be reminded about their shortcomings rather than their suc-
cesses. In our study, the new practitioners’ descriptions of situations when they had felt disappointed
or situations described as difficult (i.e. having to say no to a client’s application or situations when it
had been challenging to communicate with a client) were often given as examples of situations that
were hard to handle. In addition, difficulties encountered in relation to the demands of record
keeping were also expressed. Many of the difficulties that these new practitioners described could
be connected to those in the novice phase according to Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986), when the
new worker relies on context-free rules to determine action. This has been described in several pre-
vious studies (Fook et al., 2000; Gillingham, 2011; Pösö & Forsman, 2013). It was apparent that many of
the new practitioners were preoccupied with following rules and regulations and were anxious about
doing something wrong according to these regulations ‘It is hard to know how much to write in the
record’ (Participant G) and ‘It is easy to be ruled by the anguish that something could go wrong’ (Par-
ticipant A).
Disillusionment, disappointment and threats
A strong theme in the interviews was the expression of disappointment and disillusionment. One
new practitioner working in the social services with the policy directive to reintegrate clients
within the labour market said that during these first months she had never felt that she had
chosen the right career. She expressed disillusionment over what she called ‘the limited possibility
to do a good work’ (Participant F). She said that she had recently discussed with a colleague what
kind of job they actually were doing at the workplace and that they came to the conclusion that it
was not social work. She expressed that she was not able to help the clients and had to spend a
large part of her time undertaking record keeping and administration. She also felt that the clients
were oppressed by the system. These practitioners seem to be articulating the disconnection
between social work values and the oppressive and bureaucratic organisational structures within
their workplaces. Several authors have highlighted the value or ethical conflicts experienced by
social workers where restrictive practice environments hamper their capacity to provide high stan-
dards of care to clients (see Egan & Kadushin, 2004; Meeuwisse, Scaramuzzino, & Swärd, 2011;
Postle, 2002). For example, a large survey of social workers in Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland,
Norway and Sweden) found that the realities of practice in municipal social services differed from
the ‘ideals’ of practitioners (Meeuwisse et al., 2011). Reasons given were ‘incompatible’ work
demands, unacceptable time pressures and restricted roles, which affected their ability to help
clients effectively (p.11).
Although they only had been working for a few months, some of the participants who were
working in social services had experienced threats. When looking back at the previous interviews,
it became clear that two of the three of them who described direct personal threats of violence
described themselves as feeling very unsecure and unprepared for practice in this first interview (Par-
ticipant A and Participant C). One of them had been exposed to several threats at both her work-
places during these four months. She had received psychological intervention for the trauma this
had caused (Participant A). The other one described a dramatic situation where she had ‘to run
out of the room’ (Participant C). As these two new practitioners had no previous experience of
working in social services or with clients in acute crisis situations, it may be that they were unable
to recognize signals of threat or to assess the client’s psychological conditions in an appropriate
way. Others spoke about unpleasant meetings and an aggressive climate, although saying they
had not felt any direct threats towards themselves: ‘I have not been afraid, maybe a bit scared’ (Par-
ticipant G) and ‘one of my clients is really unpleasant, a psychopath, so I always meet him together
with an experienced colleague’ (Participant F).
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Thoughts about the future
When asked what they would be doing in one year’s time, only one of the participants working in
social services expressed certainty that she would remain at the same workplace (Participant D).
The other six in social services were unsure if they would still be working in the same workplace.
Ambivalence was often described, using expressions such as ‘let’s see, I will take it week for week’
(Participant B) and ‘let’s see, I like working here but I could also do something else’ (Participant C).
In contrast, practitioners working in other organisations more often expressed satisfaction and
intention to stay at the workplace. For example, one new practitioner working in a day care centre
for youth hoped she would be the manager of a new centre within the same organisation.
Discussion
This study captures the views of 12 newly graduated social workers on their first few months in the
profession. Although the sample size is limited, a strength of the study is the longitudinal design
which makes it possible to follow individual practitioner’s development in their new positions as
social workers. The design of the study enables us to make some connections with the findings
of the first interviews conducted when students were graduating four months earlier (Tham &
Lynch, 2014).
From the data, two major and interrelated themes emerge. The first is the feeling of unprepared-
ness that was a strong theme in the interviews. This was articulated as a lack of practical skills, such as
conversation skills and how to talk with and manage angry or highly distressed clients. Several of the
practitioners working in social services had already been exposed to threatening situations, and for
one of them, this had resulted in requiring psychological intervention for the trauma that it had
caused. When looking back at the previous interview, it became clear that the two new practitioners
who had been exposed to the most dramatic and threatening situations both described themselves
as feeling very unsecure and unprepared for practice when they graduated. Neither of them had
completed field placements in social services. In addition, these two had not been offered any induc-
tion to the work or the workplace.
These examples illustrate the vulnerability of new practitioners and the need for induction,
support and supervision at the workplace. It is not possible to know to what extent these experiences
can be associated with being new in the workplace in combination with the chaotic start as described
in these cases or as a consequence of a chaotic workplace impacting on both the clients and the
social workers’ situation. The question of how to organise an initial ‘sheltered’ time at the workplace
where the newly educated social worker can learn on-the-job before having to take full responsibility
is neither new nor easy to solve. The reality of high turnover, vacancies and many newly educated
social workers at the same workplace (Blomberg, Kallio, Kroll, & Saarinen, 2014; de Panfilis &
Zlotnik, 2008; Tham, 2007; Tham & Meagher, 2009; Travis, Lizano, & Mor Barak, 2016; Webb & Carpen-
ter, 2012) do not provide the best opportunities for giving new practitioners the sheltered time,
support and guidance they would have needed. Initiatives such as the newly qualified child and
family social workers (NQSWs) programme in England to support new practitioners to build their
skills, competence and self-confidence in the first year of practice and an assessed and supported
year in employment (ASYE) arising from this programme are promising developments (Carpenter
et al., 2015; Social Work Reform Board, 2010). However, difficulties in relation to the implementation
of the NQSW scheme have been identified, and these are linked to inadequate levels of support from
managers and supervisors in applying workload reduction and supervision requirements in some
local authorities (Carpenter, 2010). Manthorpe, Moriarty, Hussein, Stevens, and Sharpe (2015) sur-
veyed newly qualified social worker’s perceptions of supervision and noted that one-sixth to one-
seventh of these NQSW reported receiving supervision less than once a month in the first year of
practice. Clearly, there are challenges to shift organizations towards developing supportive learning
environments for newly qualified practitioners.
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The question whether social work education should be a generalist or a more specialized edu-
cation (see, e.g. Healy & Meagher, 2007) has been discussed. As described, in Sweden, social work
education has a generic aim. This implies that the new practitioners will have the opportunity to
receive further training and guidance at the workplace where more specific skills and knowledge
can be acquired. The findings of this study illustrate the difficulties involved. The important and emer-
ging question is where the line between the responsibility of the educators and the employers should
be drawn? What should be learned at university and at the workplace respectively?
Secondly, another strong theme in the interviews was an unorganised or even ‘chaotic’ introduc-
tion to the workplace. New graduates expressed that they had not received a formal induction to the
work. Among those working in social services, those who were familiar with the workplace from their
student field placement seemed to have managed the transition best. Although not offered any
induction and given a large amount of responsibility (one of them even acting as an informal superior
in her workgroup), they seemed quite satisfied and secure in their new roles. Their knowledge and
experiences from their field placements were shown to be of high importance in relation to their
feeling of preparedness and capacity to meet the demands of work. At first interview prior to
leaving university, all the participants wanted more field placements (Tham & Lynch, 2014). The
importance of field placement for the training of social work students has been described worldwide
(Bogo, 2006; Bates et al., 2010; Bradley, 2008; Fortune, Lee & Cavazos, 2005; Healy & Meagher, 2007;
Moriarty et al., 2010; Parker, 2006, 2007; Wilson, 2013; Wilson & Kelly, 2010). In Sweden, most often
about 75 days of field practice is included in social work education i.e. only half of the time compared
to, for example Britain (around 200 days) and Australia (around 144 days) (Healy, Tham, & Lynch,
2012).
In Moriarty’s et al.’s (2010), large-scale longitudinal study among graduating social work students
in Britain, it became clear that students most appreciated topics were rated as being ‘relevant to prac-
tice.’ A need for an improvement in teaching and learning practice skills was underlined (Wilson,
2013) and a wish of more ‘reality based training’ and importance of ‘learning by observing and
talking to staff’ (Bradley, 2008, p. 328). Also in Bates et al.’s (2010) study where both the new gradu-
ates and their managers were mostly satisfied with the student’s capabilities, some practical skills
needed further development. In an Australian study, social workers in child welfare who were satis-
fied with their educational preparation often identified the source of their satisfaction as having their
field placement in child welfare (Healy & Meagher, 2007). The same views were echoed by their man-
agers. The importance of field practice in a statutory setting for the preparedness of the social work
graduate is also underlined in British studies (Moriarty et al., 2010; Parker, 2006, 2007). In a study
among British, Italian and Swedish students, practice placements were believed by students to be
very important (Frost et al., 2013). In a recent study among supervisors, newly educated social
workers who had been on placement in the same social welfare office were regarded as much
more able to take on difficult cases at an earlier stage (Manthorpe et al., 2014).
In conclusion, the findings of the present study illustrate the vulnerability of these new prac-
titioners and the importance of having a sheltered initial time of continuing learning at the work-
place. Even if workplace learning and academic learning is more intertwined during social work
education, thus enhancing the graduating students’ preparedness for practice, the need for an intro-
ductory period at the workplace still remains. In the best of worlds, the first year in practice should be
a year where the newly qualified social worker is assessed and supported before being able to make
their own judgements and decisions and assuming full responsibility as a social worker.
However, the reality in social work is most often far away from wonderland and budget cuts most
often rule practice, more so than idealistic views, particularly in the contemporary contexts of market-
ization and New Public Management. Perhaps one of the more feasible solutions is to envision the
last months of social work education as a bridge where the new practitioner can be at a workplace
but with guidance from senior practitioners and under the supervision of university employed prac-
tice teachers. This implies a closer relationship and collaboration between educators and employers,
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providing opportunities for field placements as well as opening new doors between the university
and the field.
The Frontline model in England is interesting as it offers a vastly different approach to social
work education. This is a two-year social work training programme focusing on child protection
where students are placed under supervision with a local authority after five weeks of residential
training. An evaluation of the first cohort of Frontline showed that when compared with students
in generic social work university programmes, these students were rated more highly on interview-
ing skills and reflections on simulated practice tasks, although they were less confident in their
abilities based on self-assessment (Maxwell et al., 2016). However, the approach has attracted
some criticism from social work educators mainly for the short duration of training and limited
theoretical and practice focus.
There is ongoing impetus to prepare students and support newly educated practitioners for the
challenges of practice. In sum, workplaces, the new practitioners and not least of all their clients,
would gain much from social work education that improves the new practitioners’ fitness for practice,
and provides a sheltered introduction to work where the possibilities for further training at the work-
place are guaranteed. High quality as well as retention in social work cannot be delivered by unpre-
pared new practitioners taking their first steps into the profession in chaotic workplaces and without
an appropriate introduction.
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